
















ABSTRACT.	The	Donatist	Movement	 represents	 a	 phenomenon	 that	 can	 be	
studied	as	a	paradigm	for	the	emergence	of	schisms	and	their	evolution	from	a	
canonical‐disciplinary	 deviation	 to	 a	 dogmatic‐moral	 one,	 transforming	 the	
dissident	 group	 into	 a	 heretical	 one.	 This	 study	 aims	 to	 deepen	 the	way	 in	





















































seize	Donatist	 churches	 and	 give	 them	 to	 the	 Catholics,	who	 considered	 the	
rightful	owners	of	ecclesiastical	buildings	in	North	Africa.	
After	 several	 years	 of	 restricting	 the	 Donatists’	 activity,	 Constantine	
found	that	he	did	not	succeeded	in	causing	them	to	abandon	the	schism,	but	on	
the	contrary	they	endangered	themselves	even	more,	victimizing	themselves	



















orders.	 But	 apart	 from	 the	 letter	 addressed	 to	 Eumalius	Vicarus	 (November	
316)	and	the	Donatist	text	of	Passio	Sancti	Donati,	we	have	no	other	evidence	to	

















































However,	 until	 the	heavenly	 cure	 takes	 its	 effect,	we	must	keep	our	plans	
behind	so	that	we	would	cultivate	patience	and	endure	everything	through	
the	virtue	of	tranquillity	(totum	tranquillitatis	virtute	toleremus)	no	matter	

























































Indeed,	 the	 judgment	of	 the	Most	High	God	is	seen	from	this	greater	and	




















































also	 a	 typical	 self‐sufficiency	 that	 further	 strengthened	 the	arrogance	of	 the	 ‘few	
chosen’,	radicalizing	them	on	a	path	far	from	the	evangelical	precepts.	Once	engaged	
in	 this	radical	dynamic	 that	escalated	daily	 in	 increasingly	absurd	situations,	
























male	 descendants	 of	 ‘Theodora’s	 lineage’	 –	 the	 legitimate	 wife	 of	 Emperor	
Constantius	 (I)	 –,	 would	 be	massacred.	 Just	 Galus	 and	 Julian,	 children	 then,	
remained	alive.	The	historian	Philostorgius,	acknowledged	for	his	Arian	penchant,	
wishing	to	justify	this	act,	whose	main	beneficiary	was	Constantius	(II),	states	
that	 these	bloody	measures	were	reprisals	against	 those	who	were	rumoured	 to	
have	poisoned	the	great	Constantine,	because	his	death	was	not	natural	at	all14.	
However,	 the	 shedding	 of	 blood	was	 not	 enough	 to	 restore	 political	
balance.	The	return	to	the	form	of	polyarchic	government	would	prove	difficult	









Thus,	 Constans	 became	 sole	 ruler	 of	 the	 entire	West.	 Together	 with	
Constantius,	he	increased	the	provisions	of	the	legislation	favourable	to	Christians	
and	was	particularly	involved	in	ecclesiastical	issues	owing	to	the	Arian	crisis,	




Franks	on	 the	Danubian	and	Renan	 frontiers	and	of	 the	Persians	 in	 the	East	
prevented	 the	 escalation	 of	 violence	 between	 the	 two	 brothers.	 The	 field	 of	
doctrinal	battle	between	Semi‐Arianism	and	orthodoxy	was	for	now	Illyricum,	













Arianism.	Regarding	 these	 councils,	we	 should	note	 the	 special	 support	 that	
Constantius	gave	the	Semi‐Arian	bishops.	



















































to	 the	 generalization	 of	 the	 schismatic	 state	 by	 the	 isolation	 of	 all	 those	
suspected	of	being	traditores	or	in	any	relationship	with	them.	
It	seems	that	it	was	not	only	an	ecclesiastical	separation,	but	also	a	social	
one	 in	which	 the	contacts	between	 the	 two	parties	were	 limited	 to	personal	
attacks	and	sometimes	street	violence.	Although	it	is	tempting	to	make	a	simplistic	
association	 between	 certain	 social	 strata	 that	 have	 embraced	 Donatism	 or	
remained	in	communion	with	the	Church	of	Rome	and	the	Caecilianist	clergy,	there	
can	be	no	precise	element	overlapping	 the	religious	option	with	a	particular	







































raised	 on	 the	 tomb	 of	 a	 martyr	 or	 saint.	 Their	 activity	 was	 predominantly	
carried	 out	 in	 the	 countryside	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 perpetual	 pilgrimage:	 living	




These	 centres	were	 located	 in	 the	 rural	 area	of	northern	Numidia	 in	 the	 so‐
called	castella	(fortifications)	of	Fussala	and	Sinitum26.	
Nomadic	life	and	the	devotion	to	martyrs	have	facilitated	the	formation	
of	 their	 own	 and	 distorted	 conception	 of	 martyrdom	 within	 Circumcellion	
groups,	which	these	Donatists	were	too	readily	willing	to	embrace.	 In	 fact,	 it	
was	 the	 expression	 of	 a	 general	 ennui	 caused	 by	 the	 lack	 of	 social	 and	 /	 or	
material	outlook	for	these	disenfranchised	groups,	due	to	the	social	inequities	
specific	 to	 the	 ancient	 society.	This	 general	 state	 of	 dissatisfaction	 created	 a	
psychological	availability	for	martyrdom,	also	prepared	by	ritual	dances	as	well	
as	 libations	 that	 degenerated	 into	 Bacchic	 orgies,	 meant	 to	 intercede	 the	
blessing	and	power	of	martyrs	buried	in	the	places	that	were	now	populated	by	
Circumcellions.	Clad	in	monochrome	colours,	as	Isidor	of	Seville	remembers27,	
they	 rushed	 upon	 the	 unfortunate	 victims,	 agitating	 up	 the	 fearsome	 clubs	
Augustine	said	Circumcellions	used	to	threaten	their	enemies,	although,	
	
‘neither	 Christ	 nor	 the	 emperor	 can	 be	 shown	 to	 have	 allowed	 this:	 the	
























the	martyrs	 and	martyrdom.	 Thereupon	 they	 sought	 to	 provoke	 the	 Roman	
legions	in	order	to	be	killed	and	be	sent	among	the	saints29,	shouting	as	they	
went	 to	 death	 ‘Deo	 laudes!’	 (a	 formula	 that	 inevitably	 leads	 us	 to	 the	more	
recent	use	of	‘Allahu	akbar’,	shouted	by	the	authors	of	the	suicide	bombings).	
Suicidal	 attacks	 are	 attested	 both	 by	 Donatist	 and	 Catholic	 sources.	
Thus,	Tyconius	 (†	423),	 a	Donatist	 sympathizer,	 eventually	excommunicated	
































A	 first	conflict	 involving	 the	Circumcellions	broke	out	 in	340	and	 the	
Imperial	reaction	did	not	delay;	anticipating	the	creation	of	a	centrifugal	movement	
centred	 on	 the	 Donatist	 dissidence,	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 Emperor	 Constans’s	
reign	(337‐350),	there	was	a	new	attempt	to	liquidate	the	schism.	Therefore,	in	
347,	 the	Edict	 issued	 in	317	was	renewed	 in	order	 for	 the	Donatists	 to	pass	
under	 the	 authority	 of	 the	 Caecilianist	 Bishop	 of	 Carthage,	 Gratus,	 and	 the	





terrorists,	 recruited	haphazardly	 from	 the	dregs	 of	 the	 population,	 from	 the	
discontented	of	every	race	and	province,	fugitive	slaves,	ruined	farmers,	oppressed	
colons,	outlawed	criminals,	social	failures,	excommunicated	Catholics,	and	purely	
















as	 it	 happened	 at	Octavia	 in	Numidia.	 Those	 killed	were	 immediately	 declared	



































increased,	 but	 also	 the	 suspicious	 relations	 with	 the	 Arians,	 worried	 the	
representatives	 of	 the	 central	 power.	 Emperor	 Constans,	 however,	 believed	
himself	to	be	sufficiently	skilful	and	convincing	to	restore	peace	and	suppress	
the	African	schism.	That	is	why	he	tried	to	address	the	situation	with	delicacy,	
































On	 August	 15th	 347,	 a	 proconsular	 edict	 was	 published	 in	 Carthage,	





















from	 devastating	 the	 Bagai	 citadel	 and	 its	 population.	 During	 the	massacre,	






















and	 the	 Roman	 official	 on	 June	 29th	 34746,	 six	weeks	 before	 the	 incident	 in	
Carthage,	which	would	mean	that	the	confrontation	in	Bagai	took	place	earlier	
that	summer,	before	the	proconsular	edict	was	published.		











This	 violent	 march	 led	 by	 the	 ‘artisans	 of	 unity’	 created	 a	 negative	
impression	among	both	Donatists	and	Catholics	who	were	ashamed	to	proclaim	
the	union	of	the	Church	based	on	cruel	acts	committed	especially	by	Macarius.	
In	 fact,	 the	 impact	 of	 these	 events	 on	 the	North	 African	 collective	mentality	
would	be	so	significant	that,	from	that	point	on,	they	would	refer	to	the	‘Macarian	
















51	Passio	Maximiani	et	 Isaaci	seems	to	be	a	 letter	addressed	by	someone	named	Macrobius	to	 the	
dissidents.	W.H.C.	Frend	identifies	the	author	with	the	Macrobius	the	Donatist	Bishop	of	Rome.	
52	Frend,	Martyrdom	and	Persecution,	554.	



















For	 Donatists	 everywhere,	 the	 heroism	 displayed	 by	 the	 ‘martyrs’	
legitimized	their	radical	position	even	more,	even	if	at	that	moment	they	could	














The	 Donatists	 quickly	 recovered	 their	 lost	 positions,	 waiting	 for	 the	
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